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17 FISH FEED IN BANGLADESH: 
WHERE ARE THE WOMEN?
Mamun-Ur-Rashid,1 Fayzur Rahman1 and Nasrin Sultana2
1 WorldFish, 2 Royal Tropical Institute (KIT)
Organizations
WorldFish, KIT
Locations
Species
Methods: Semi-structured interview, 
focus-group discussion and key-
informant interview.
Summary: This study explores 
the hurdles that women face to 
working in the fish-feed industry and 
marketing, including strongly held 
gender stereotypes and gender norms 
that limit women’s mobility and 
opportunities. It offers some pathways 
forward for actors in the fish feed value 
chain keen to engage more women in 
the sector.
Bangladesh is a riverine country, which makes it great for aquaculture. Producers raise fish either in small, family-owned ponds, or in larger 
commercial operations. They buy feed from input dealers, who purchase 
it from a feed mill. The feed consists of a mixture of ground maize, wheat 
flour, fishmeal, and other ingredients. There are two types of feed mills: large 
commercial, mechanized outfits with hundreds of employees, and small semi-
mechanized operations with 2–3 staff. The rapid growth of fish farming over the 
past decade has seen a shift towards both commercial fish farming and large-
scale feed production. The feed mills and fish producers are also supported 
by a host of other value chain actors: grain and fishmeal suppliers, traders in 
feed additives, machinery suppliers, and feed retailers. 
Women are prominent in certain economic sectors in Bangladesh. Garment-
making is an example: the many garment factories in Dhaka and other cities 
have large numbers of female employees. In fish processing, a large majority 
of the workers are women. But this is not true of the fish-feed industry. This 
study aimed to find out why.
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Understanding the chain
In 2013, WorldFish carried out a 
comprehensive study on the fish-feed 
value chain. The aim was to understand 
interactions among the various chain 
actors, the quality of feed ingredients and 
ways to improve it, fish feed production 
methods, the demand for feed, and, the 
research and development needs of fish 
producers (Mamun-Ur-Rashid et al. 
2013). One of the things it showed was the 
very small number of women working 
in the fish-feed sector – only 3% of all 
workers. We realized that we needed 
more detailed information about the roles 
of women and the constraints they faced 
if we were to improve their position in 
this industry. 
In 2015, we undertook just such a study 
as part of the CGIAR Research Program 
on Livestock and Fish. We visited 37 companies in Dhaka, Barisal, Jessore, 
Munishigonj and Mymensingh districts in central and southern Bangladesh. 
These included a machine supplier, two feed-additive companies, two raw-
material suppliers, 10 commercial mechanized feed-mills, 10 semi-mechanized 
mills, two packaging firms and 10 feed dealers. We conducted a series of 
semi-structured interviews with managers of these companies to ask about 
the number of women and men staff, the managers’ considerations when 
hiring women or men, and what types of training and other skill-development 
services they offered. We also asked them about their plans to employ women 
in the future.
We then asked the company managers to identify a group of women employees 
working for their firm, and ran focus-group discussions with these women. We 
asked them to talk about how they got their jobs, why they chose to work there, 
their degree of satisfaction with their work, the problems they faced both at 
home and at work, and the type of support they received. We also asked them 
how they might improve their position in the workplace, and what might be 
done to increase the number of women working in the sector.
Managers’ views on employing women and men
The managers gave a long list of considerations when hiring staff and 
evaluating the performance of both male and female employees. They identified 
opportunities and constraints for both sexes. 
BANGLADESH
DHAKA
MunishigonjJessore
Barisal
Mymensingh
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Table 17.1 Managers’ opinions on hiring men 
Advantages Disadvantages
Skills
Knowledge of management and business plan-
ning 
Aptitudes
Complete assigned tasks
Capable to handle any hard manual work
Easily adapt to any work
Efficiently maintain workload
Conditions
Able to work at any time in day or night (flexible)
Mobile – able to get to and from work easily
Safety and security are not issues
Accept work in unfavourable work environments
Social context
Family and community accept men as wage 
earners
No social barriers to working in the feed sector 
Skills
Lack of technical knowledge relating to 
feed mills and input supply works 
Lack some specific work skills 
Lack of work experience
Commitment/Attitude
Tendency to change jobs after receiving 
skill development training
Lack of commitment to work long hours
Lack of sincerity, punctuality 
Employing men
The managers generally thought highly of men as workers (Table 17.1). They 
said that men were generally skilled and flexible in the type of work they did 
and when and where they could do it. When asked about drawbacks, the 
managers were mainly concerned that the men might not have the right skills 
and experience, and that they might not be fully committed to the company. 
They were afraid that they would not be punctual or might switch to another 
job and take company secrets with them. 
Some points are mentioned in both columns, likely due to statements by 
different managers interviewed. Other points refer to prevailing gender norms 
and stereotypes that become social “facts”. 
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Table 17.2 Managers’ opinions on hiring women 
Advantages Disadvantages
Skills
Good soft skills (e.g., communication)
Efficiency for internal office management
Good performance in desk-based work 
Attitudes
Good in first contacts with buyer and relevant 
actors
Play role to increase company goodwill
Sincere, punctual, honest and responsible
Follow the rules
Create a pleasant workplace
Create positive competition with colleagues
Support new colleagues
Aptitudes
Keep secrets
Have less tendency to change jobs 
More productive in work
Have patience to work for long hours
Conditions
Satisfied with a low salary
Company saves money because of low 
salaries
Social context
Can help to support family economy as well 
as the national economy 
Skills
Lack of technical knowledge 
Lack of knowledge in sales and marketing 
Poor knowledge of tasks outside the office 
(such as holding outside meetings) and busi-
ness planning 
Lack of skills in feed-related issues
Lack of negotiation skills with clients
Credentials
Low academic qualifications compared to men
Practical concerns
Lack of physical strength compared to men 
for hard manual work (operation of heavy 
machinery) 
Distance between workplace and home 
No flexibility for shift-work (work at night). 
Concern for safety and security issues 
Aptitudes
Poor investment in skill development
Low enthusiasm for labour-intensive work
Cannot adapt to a new type of work
Less interest in going from door to door 
No interest to work in remote areas
Social context
Risk that they leave the job due to family 
reasons
Hard to manage the dual burden of work 
inside and outside the home 
Cannot work in an unfavourable environment
Social acceptance is low of women’s outside 
work
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Employing women
The managers saw many reasons to employ women, whom they saw as good 
at relating to customers, diligent, reliable and pleasant to work with. They felt 
that women were less likely than men to switch jobs and take company secrets 
with them. Plus, they were paid less, which the managers liked as it saved the 
company money – a case of gender exploitation. 
But these positives (in the eyes of the managers) were outweighed by a long 
list of reasons not to employ women. The managers worried especially about 
the women’s knowledge and skills: they said women tended to be poorly 
educated and lack the right skills. They also had practical concerns: that women 
might not be strong enough to do certain types of work, and were unsuited to 
jobs requiring travel or work outside or at night. Managers noted that society 
frowned upon women working away from home, and many women employees 
might leave in order to start a family or look after their children or aged parents. 
Such risks meant that managers did not find it to be worthwhile to employ 
women or provide them with training. It is important to note that the managers 
had very little actual experience in working with women, so their responses 
are perceptions that we might expect to be heavily biased by prevailing gender 
norms, perceptions and attitudes.
What the women staff said
The women employees agreed with many of these concerns, but took a rather 
different viewpoint. They pointed out that social and family expectations made 
it difficult for them to work outside the home or to travel long distances. For 
Table 17.3 Women employees’ point of view
Working conditions Social context
Lack of support from management 
Lack of transport facilities 
No opportunity for skills development
Lower salaries than men
Family and community do not accept women 
as wage earner
Lack of family support for outside paid work
Cannot go outside work without family 
permission 
Staying overnight at workplace is not accept-
able to family
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example, they were often expected to do most of the housework and childcare 
even when working outside the home. And there were fewer benefits for women 
– they earned less than their male colleagues for doing the same work, and got 
fewer training opportunities and less support from the management. There was 
nowhere for them to stay overnight at the mill: there were dormitories for the 
men, but none for the women (Table 17.3).
While managers tended to assume that women would make poor employees 
due to what they saw as typical characteristics of women like lack of skills, lack 
of flexibility, etc. The women employees expressed limitations imposed by the 
social context in which they lived and worked: they lacked opportunities to 
gain skills or were constrained by social norms of what women could or could 
not (safely) do. The managers blamed low numbers of female employees on 
a perceived lack of agency – potential women employees lacked motivation, 
capacity, skills, and willingness. Women employees on the other hand, 
blamed the social context in which they found themselves – structural and 
institutional constraints – like lack of childcare, family and community 
Only for men?
No transport?
No child care?
Women can apply?
No separate facilities 
for women?
Not really 
women’s 
jobs
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expectations, unsafe working conditions and lack of safe transport to and from 
the workplace. Working conditions are male-centred and male-biased, based 
on male employees and male managers. These conditions are suited for men, 
but less so for women who experience different social conditions due to their 
different roles, tasks, possibilities and constraints.
Women managers
Of the 40 managers we interviewed, only three were women. We were 
particularly interested in finding out two things from them:
• How did they manage to break into a male-dominated profession?
• Did they have a different view of women employees from their male 
counterparts?
Breaking into a male-dominated professional domain 
For successful entry of women managers into this largely male domain, three 
main factors seem to be at play: qualifications, family relations and confidence.
Qualifications. All three women managers interviewed were highly educated, 
and worked in fields related to their degrees: business management and 
engineering. They were clearly qualified for their jobs. 
Family relations. All three were related to the owners of the companies they 
worked for: family connections got them a foot in the door. This is quite typical 
in Bangladesh for both men and women. But family ties seem to be particularly 
important at the management level in the fish-feed sector, where so few women 
work. Companies would normally prefer men for such positions, but offered 
jobs to the women due to these family links.
Complexities of respect. Women do not normally like working in the fish feed 
sector, but for these women managers, family connections to the boss gave 
them confidence that they would be respected by lower-level male employees. 
Even so, the women managers did not feel that they got better treatment because 
they were related to the boss: in fact, they said they did not get as much support 
from their colleagues as men in the same positions. The family connection was 
weighed against their sex. Over time, however, they said that this changed: their 
colleagues grew to treat them in the same way as men in comparable positions. 
That said, they are still treated differently within the company as they earn less 
and have less responsibility than their male counterparts.
Women managers’ views about women employees
In general, the women managers had similar views to their male counterparts 
about the advantages and disadvantages of employing women in the fish-feed 
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sector. But they did come up with some ideas for what companies could do to 
would attract more women employees to the sector:
• Provide equal opportunities for women and men in hiring, salary and 
promotions. 
• Allow women to take the leave they are entitled to under the law. 
The government mandates six months of maternity leave, but many 
companies (and not just in the fish-feed sector) permit staff to take less 
than this. 
• Allow women and men to take leave when necessary, for example to 
care for sick children.
• Put a gender policy in place, and set and enforce rules on acceptable 
workplace behaviour towards women (including sexual harassment 
policies).
Overcoming barriers to hiring women 
Eight of the 37 companies we interviewed said that they planned to hire 
women in the future. We can encourage them (and the other companies) to do 
so through workshops with stakeholders and meetings of the Feed Industry 
Association of Bangladesh (which covers both the fish and livestock sectors). 
But our research identified a series of barriers that women face in the fish-
feed sector. How can these be addressed? We divide possible interventions 
according to whether they start with the women themselves or try to improve 
the conditions that affect women’s engagement in the sector. 
Starting with the women. Feed companies can build up women’s agency – 
motivation, self-determination, capacities, leadership, and so on – to make 
them more attractive and effective as employees.
• Companies can recruit at least 30% women in all positions at all levels, 
and evaluate the results for further recruitment.
• Companies can ensure them as they are equal opportunity employer 
during recruitment process.
• Companies can offer training to women (and to men) to boost their skills.
Making conditions more conducive. Some constraints that women face in 
working in the fish feed sector are due to gender norms and institutions that 
are embedded in the social context. The companies can do quite a lot to address 
gender-based constraints and improve work conditions to make them more 
suitable, safe and amenable for women. For example:
• Provide child-care facilities for working mothers and fathers. 
• Provide transport for women and men who live at a distance or who 
need to travel to remote areas.
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• Develop and enforce policies on gender and sexual harassment to ensure 
a safe workplace. 
• Pay women and men equal salaries. 
• Ensure flexible work times for women (and for men). 
• Provide separate dormitories so women have the option of living on-site. 
Many of these changes would improve the working conditions for men as well 
as women. Examples are a bus to pick up both male and female workers in the 
morning and take them home in the evening. Flexible working hours would be 
an improvement for both. Making sure that any improvements benefit the men 
as well as women would avoid resentments and accusations of favouritism.
Interventions need to target both structural constraints related to working 
conditions and gender-based constraints, as well as those directed towards 
the women themselves (skill development and so on). These are interrelated. 
Improving conditions makes it possible for women to work in the sector, and 
providing opportunities for capacity development and training makes women 
more attractive and capable as employees. In time the confidence that comes 
“We address the actual problems of 
inequity or social problems, women 
empowerment and empowerment 
in the workplace. The women do 
not like to share these things like 
sexual harassment or unfavourable 
conditions, or exposure of men, so 
we have to take different approaches, 
working with women which can 
create a favourable environment, 
doing interviews to find out what 
actually happens.”
Mohammad Mamun-Ur-Rashid 
Feed and value chain specialist, WorldFish
https://youtu.be/
PPo_GfSmGM4
“I try to remove their misconception 
around gender and other issues. 
Often time they try to accept my 
words and follow it.”
Fayzur Rahman 
Gender specialist/research analyst, 
WorldFish https://youtu.be/
y7o467hwcMs
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with increased capacity could allow women to demand further improvements 
in their working conditions. 
Research and development organizations such as WorldFish can support 
companies to become aware of the gender-based constraints facing women in 
the fish-feed sector and come up with solutions. With evidence generated from 
gender integrated research, they could run campaigns to raise awareness among 
the management, staff, the staff’s families and the local community about the 
need for women’s empowerment and gender equity. They can also lobby the 
government to ensure that policies relating to the fish-feed sector, as well as in 
other industries take gender into account. For example, protocols on staffing 
should be gender-sensitive.
WorldFish will share the findings and recommendations from this research 
with policymakers, donors and other researchers. We will monitor progress 
and identify the best ways to increase the role of women in the fish-feed sector. 
We will include gender-sensitive and where possible gender-transformative 
approaches in our research in the feed sector and other parts of the fish value 
chain: we need to show that women can perform many types of work in the 
sector and take on management responsibilities if they get the institutional 
support they need. We can play an important role in generating this evidence. 
Situating the research
This research is about the fish-feed sector as 
a whole rather than a specific technology or 
solution. The study looks at where women 
are in the fish-feed chain and endeavours to 
understand where the constraints to more 
robust women’s participation lie. It also looks 
at how some women have been able to enter 
management positions despite prevailing 
norms and the perception that those positions 
are not typically “for women”. 
• Semi-structured interviews with 
company managers (mostly men) at 
different nodes in the fish-feed chain 
to know about women and men staff, 
their perceptions and what they offered 
as well as their plans to employ more 
women. Focus groups with women 
employees were undertaken to elicit their perspectives on their work and the 
sector. 
• Gender analysis focused on participation and representation of women 
working in the fish-feed chain and the gender-based constraints they face, 
including mobility, security and prevailing gender norms and attitudes. 
17 Mamun & Fayzur
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The researchers also sought out and explored examples of positive deviance – 
where people challenge prevailing norms or behave differently fom expected – for 
example, female company managers. 
• The research explores constraints and opportunities for inclusion – more 
participation of women – both from the perspective of managers as well as 
women workers. It makes recommendations for improving conditions to make 
the sector more attractive to potential women employees. In terms of on-going 
change, the study provides examples of positive deviance where women are 
working in non-typical positions – in management of fish-feed companies, for 
example – and explores what makes it possible for a woman to work in such 
positions, despite prevailing norms.
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